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Reviewed by Nathan P. Devir, Th e Pennsylvania State University Michal Zamir's Sfi nat habanot is the latest addition to the ever-growing Sfi nat habanot is the latest addition to the ever-growing Sfi nat habanot trend of anti-military-establishment literature in Israel, which in the past several years has sought to expose the mindless corruption and nefarious hierarchy that threatens to obliterate the moral decency of the society as a whole. Ironically, its author is the daughter of Major General Tzvi Zamir, former head of the Mossad Espionage Agency; she is also an outspoken feminist and a promising new fi gure on the literary scene. While her previous book, an erotic collection entitled Shtem-esrei pegishot [Twelve Shtem-esrei Th e position of women in the Israel Defense Forces has traditionally functioned as the example par excellence for the proponents of gender equality in the Jewish state. Indeed, as early as the British Mandate, the precursory paramilitary groups that sought to establish an independent entity in Palestine expressed no small satisfaction at the vast number of female volunteers among their ranks. When the law for military conscription was established in 1948, the situation was no diff erent: "the army of the people," as it was called, would be comprised of the sons and daughters from every facet of Israeli society, and would serve as and daughters from every facet of Israeli society, and would serve as and the model for the implementation of the Socialist/Zionist agenda in the nascent days of the state. Needless to say, such collective naïveté is no longer a given in the present-day Israeli reality. As one of the characters in Sfi nat habanot affi rms, "Th at's what's so disgusting in this army: the Sfi nat habanot affi rms, "Th at's what's so disgusting in this army: the Sfi nat habanot insistence upon justice at any price, as if there really were equality in the world" (110).
Th e story follows the compulsory two-year army period of an unnamed female soldier who serves as a clerk during the 1980s at the Induction Center in Tel-Hashomer. Until recently, the same base functioned as the headquarters for the army's academic division as well as the major training school for offi cers. Th is is a critical factor in the book, as TelHashomer was purportedly also the locale with the highest number of senior offi cers and the lowest number of draft ees. In essence, this forms the crux of the plot structure: while the protagonist is basically assigned to smile and make coffee for the high-ranking officers who wander about with no apparent purpose, she falls victim to a cycle of rape and harassment that destroys both her spiritual and corporeal foundations. Afraid to divulge the identities of her "consensual" sexual partners, she becomes the sacrifi cial Other, having fi ve dilation and curettage procedures performed in the course of her military service. She also witnesses the suicide of the female soldier she replaces upon her induction, as well as the banishment and descent into madness of other girls who are made pregnant or "fall in love" with the older offi cers of the base. In one particularly poignant scene, the protagonist and another female soldier, a psychiatric patient she meets in quarantine following an infection from a hasty abortion, fi nd a Ouija board and conjure up the spirit of a soldier from the same base who killed herself. Although the main character ultimately resists this temptation, the military ethos of death as the ultimate redemption is evoked as a strangely fi tting solution for the women who cannot live with the shame and humiliation of their degrading role in the system.
It is interesting to note the relevance of Zamir's story to the present day. Th e protagonist in the novel is inducted as part of the Women's Corps, a division of the army that was dissolved at the end of the 1980s in order to allow female soldiers to integrate more fully into the military's various branches of service (in the book, the annual "Women's Corps" celebration consists of advice on posture and the art of smiling as well as providing free cosmetics samples to the female inductees). In its place was created the position of Advisor to the Chief of Staff on Women's Issues, a post currently held by a female Brigadier General (the highest rank ever reached by a woman in the Israel Defense Forces) who, incidentally, is the former head of the base depicted in the novel, and the commander who conferred upon this reviewer his offi cer's bars. Recently, another former commander of the Academic Division at Tel-Hashomer has been indicted on several counts of rape, while the outgoing Chief of Staff has decreed that the position of the Advisor on Women's Issues be dissolved in the near future.
Granted, there have been certain advancements regarding the status of women in the Israeli military over the course of the history of the state-at least in theory. For example, there are now female air force cadets (although not one has yet to become a pilot) and female martial arts specialists (although not for the crack units), and women may choose to volunteer for combat or combat-support positions. Sfi nat habanot, however, does not acknowledge these facts. Th e work paints a profoundly hopeless, even somewhat ridiculous, picture of the patriarchy at the base of the supposedly egalitarian Zionist vision at both the individual and collective levels.
Finally, it is crucial to point out the figure of the Arab in the book-or, rather, the absence of the fi gure of the Arab. While this initially may be considered a typical failure of Israeli letters to acknowledge the country's largest ethnic minority (or simply because most of Israel's Arab citizens do not serve in the army), something more subtle is at work here. In fact, in the absence of the Arab "enemy" in the novel, it becomes blatantly clear that the military, with its lack of basic human dignity vis-à-vis its female conscripts, is its own worse foe. Th e protagonist herself testifi es to this fact at the beginning of the book: "My army service has nothing to do with Arabs, and I have nothing against them" (25) . Th e only other time Arabs are mentioned is during the episodes in which the main character must petition the military for permission to have an abortion and when the nurse repeatedly advises her to claim that the father of her baby is an Arab so that her request will be granted. It is therefore no coincidence that upon the story's rather implausible conclusion, the protagonist elects to pursue a relationship with a Russian immigrant soldier, the only non-native Israeli in the entire book-that is to say, one who has not been tainted by a society that exploits itself.
For all its shortcomings, Sfi nat habanot represents a watershed event Sfi nat habanot represents a watershed event Sfi nat habanot in the critical analysis and reception of what is referred to as the "new Hebrew literature" of approximately the last decade. For the fi rst time, such a no-holds-barred portrayal of the nation's most sacred institution has been promoted in the media and by the bookstores, which in the past were wont to even acknowledge such scathing material. Such lack of acceptance was the fate of Barry Chamish's Who Murdered Yitzhak Rabin and Liran Ron Furer's Tismonat hamakhsom [Checkpoint Syndrome] . One can only hope that Zamir's creation will encourage the candid dialogue and self-refl exivity so crucial for maintaining a society in which equality for all its inhabitants-regardless of gender, ethnicity, or class-is not subject to circumstance.
